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Two days into the Toronto International Film Festival, tickets for digital screenings and events were already 
beginning to sell out. 


Although it may seem that the online rentals TIFF organized to accommodate the pandemic should broaden the 
ability of fans to take in films, those rentals have a cap ontickets. This maintains a similar level of exclusivity as in 
years past, and members of Toronto's film industry say that's part of the draw. 


A festival representative told the Star in an email that the assumption a digital platform is limitless "is incorrect." 
However, as in prior years, TIFF is offering some events free of charge to the public. 


The cap on tickets for online rentals doesn't surprise Chris Kennedy, executive director of the Liaison of 
Independent Filmmakers of Toronto. The festival has long relied on exclusivity, he said. 


"It's modelled on being the first to see something ... that's kind of why it's the Oscar bait fest," Kennedy said, adding 
that films premiering at TIFF, or that win prizes such as the People's Choice Award, are often pegged as 
contenders in the coming Oscars season. "We see it as a public festival, but it is predominantly a market." 


Buyers who are looking for films to distribute to theatres or streaming platforms often use TIFF to see how 
audiences react to them, Kennedy said. Filmmakers show their work at TIFF with hopes it will generate buzz and be 
picked up for distribution to wider audiences. 


"So that's why there's geoblocking" of where digital users can access TIFF rentals from, Kennedy pointed out. 
Digital rentals are available only within Canada and the U.S., meaning viewers in other parts of the world can't log 
on to watch festival premieres. 


"That's why digital shows sell out. That's why there's the limiting press this year ... because it is an exclusive thing." 


V.T. Nayani, a Toronto filmmaker who is hosting a TIFF conversation with "Lift Like a Girl" director Mayye Zayed, 
welcomesthe limited digital releases, as they provide some built-in protection against piracyof films that have been 
worked on for so long by creators. 


Nayani sits on the board of the Breakthroughs Film Festival, a Toronto short film festival that features the work of 
women, trans and nonbinary filmmakers. In discussions this summer about how the festival would operate online, a 
frequent area of concern was that copies could be made of digital releases, Nayani said. 
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"A lot of filmmakers feel like, 'I don't want to put it online, | don't want to risk somebody being able to copy it or 
download it.’ So | think there's also caps for those reasons, to protect the filmmakers and their work." 


For independent filmmakers specifically, production can take years, Nayani said. "So when you finally get that 
done, you want to make sure that it's protected and it gets what it deserves." 


Sara Saljoughi, an assistant professor of film at the University of Toronto Scarborough, said although limiting tickets 
may have benefits, TIFF's digital platform presents a chance for more communities to engage with work that feature 
them. 


She noted that in recent years, TIFF has worked to address criticisms about its programming by adding more films 
from women and nonbinary filmmakers, as well as films "from outside of a European canon." 


Saljoughi thinks there is an opportunity to offer wider access to films dealing with racial or climate justice, or films 
that might not be picked up by major distributors. 


"They're mimicking the structure of the in-person festival, when really it's an opportunity to say, 'We can reach so 
many more people.' And there are risks that come with that,obutmaybe they're worth this experiment to kind of reach 
a wider audience," Saljoughi said. 


"One thing that they need to address within those efforts is: How do people access the festival when they may be 
excluded from cultural institutions like TIFF or from the downtown space?" she said. "Now with COVID, it seems like 
a really great opportunity to make things accessible, despite the fact that there are drawbacks where you can't be in 
the theatre with other people." 


Ella Cooper, founding director of Black Women Film! Canada, says access to the festival has improved in recent 
years and is "going pretty strong." She pointed to the work being done by TIFF to reach out to communities that are 
often marginalized and give them a more prominent place in the festival. 


"We've been working with them for the last four years to continue to give access to Black women filmmakers and 
content creators who are often left on the wayside." 


Cooper noted the festival is in uncharted territory. "I can only imagine what it's like for their staff right now to try to 
navigate this, and to make it so that it's safe for the filmmakers to show their work and not lose opportunities after 
this, because usually TIFF is the big opportunity." 


Cooper also says ticket caps are useful since TIFF "was never set up to become a distributor" of films. 


"So if they were to make everything available globally to everyone ... then the filmmakers lose something, because 
now distributors might not want to pick them up because their work has already been seen by a major audience." 
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